Looking for Lesbian Characters in Books
I have always been a Jew. I don't know if I've always been a lesbian or not. I be came conscious of the fact that I pre ferred the companionship of women when I was 27 years old. I believe that one of the reasons it took me so long to figure out who I am is that I had never read a book with a lesbian character, let alone a Jewish lesbian character, in it. And bear in mind that I was a child who spent hours in libraries, both the school library and the public library; the latter was a half-mile walk from my home. I was the type of child, teenager, and adult who devoured books by the dozens. I would read almost anything except cookbooks. And I never found mention of lesbians in any novel, poem, or short story I read until I made a conscious effort to look for them. Had I encountered lesbian characters in books, I might have been spared years of un necessary confusion and pain.
So naturally when I first came out, I headed for the nearest women's book store. Incidentally; Liza Goldberg, the Jewish protagonist in my first novel, Good Enough to Eat (1986) 
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Northampton, MA bookstore in town to find the books we needed. And both Liza and I were lucky enough to live in a town that contained a feminist women's bookstore.
The summer I turned 27 (1982) , I read all the lesbian fiction I could find. I do not read much nonfiction; I seem to get the most out of reading fictional stories about other people's lives. So I read dozens of books, some of which I bought and some of which were lent to me by my new les bian friends. I did not find one Jewish les bian character in any of these books, which was strange since all the new women I was becoming friends with were Jewish lesbians. One of the things we talked about frequently on Friday nights, over bowls of matzo-ball soup, was how coming out as a lesbian freed us to be "o ther"-not conforming to society's norms-and that freedom allowed us to embrace our Judaism as never before. For many of us, coming home to our sex uality was accompanied by a longing to come home to being all of ourselves, and a big part of that was being Jewish. We celebrated Shabbat together, we traded our bubbes' recipes, we orchestrated huge, elaborate seders ... but where were our books?
Landmark Books about Jewish Lesbians
Finally, I began to find what I was looking for in the poetry of Irena Klepfisz and Mel anie Kaye / Kantrowitz. Kaye/Kantrowitz published a book called We Speak in Code (1980) , and Klepfisz published Peri ods of Stress (1975) . As far as I know, neither of these books is currently avail able. Some of the poems in each book were about being Jewish, and some of the poems were about being lesbian. And at the time, that was enough for me.
The landmark book, Nice Jewish Girls, edited by Evelyn Torton Beck (1982; re issued 1989) , is a must for any Jewish library. This collection of essays, stories, poems, and photographs by and about Jewish lesbians was on my nightstand for over a year. At last, I could see women just like me writing about their lives. I cannot express how important it is to see one's life reflected in literature. How vali dating it is. How inspiring. How comfort ing.
I had the experience when I was a child, even though I grew up in Brooklyn, NY, of reading books about children sitting on Santa Claus's lap and hunting for Easter eggs. I never came across a book about a little girl with curly brown hair eating matzo-ball soup with her bubbe on a Fri day night. I never saw my life in a book or a movie or a TV show, and I often asked my parents why we couldn't have a Christmas tree. When I was 22, in a book store, I came across a children's book called Mrs. Moskowitz and the Sabbath Candlesticks, by Amy Schwartz (1983), and I was moved to tears. As a child, I could not articulate the need I had to see families like my own reflected in the me dia, but as an adult I am very conscious of that need.
Books and Stories by the Author
We need to see ourselves in books about Jews, about lesbians, about Jewish les bians. When I couldn't find these books, I realized I'd have to write them. My first novel, Good Enough to Eat (1986) , is about a Jewish woman with an eating dis order. When she begins to heal her rela tionship with food and her body, she also begins to discover her lesbian sexuality. When I wrote that book, I was just coming out and coming home to my Jewishness, and I was surprised at how Jewishly iden tified the main character of my novel was. (1988) , was written as a conscious effort to explore what it means to hold the two identities of lesbian and Jew. Each short story in the collection focuses on a differ ent Jewish lesbian character. Some of the stories are taken directly from my own experience; others are not. I am pleased that two of these stories have appeared in mainstream Jewish anthologies. The title story, "A Letter to Harvey Milk," was pub lished in America and I: Short Stories by Jewish American Women Writers, edited by Joyce Antler (1990) , and another story, "The Gift," was published in Shaking Eve's Tree, edited by Sharon Niederman (1990). (1992) , concerns itself with a 30-year-old Jewish lesbian named Shayna, and her relationship with her grandmother, whom she loves with all her heart. Because Tzeydl, a 99-year-old European immi grant, is one of the main characters, there is a lot of Yiddish in the book. This made it very hard to publish. Mainstream houses that were looking for lesbian novels said they loved it but it was "too Jewish." I did not try Jewish presses, because I as sumed the book would be "too lesbian" for them. So my publisher turned out to be a small feminist press that had never published a Jewish book before. I hope the reader is beginning to see how being a Jewish lesbian makes it impossible for one to feel that she belongs anywhere. 
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